BY  ORDER  OF THE  SHAH

apply the spur. Reward was the Paradise they had just
seen, where they might dwell for ever. The evidence of
their own senses made the prospect more than alluring.

Thus were they initiated into the Order of Destroying
Angels, trained in the art of disguise, to speak several
languages, and to endure fatigue. Acting as spies, proud
of their r61e, eager to achievement in Paradise, they sought
a spectacular end for their victims, preferring a holy day
to kill. Many calmly awaited the onslaught of maddened
crowds, welcoming death. The more publicity they
achieved, the higher would the Old One be likely to install
them in the life to be. So sure were they of Heaven that
their own mothers would weep when their sons returned
from their quests alive.

Often the victims were subject to blackmail. A student
asked a well-known and pious professor of theology if he
believed in the new creed. Before he could reply, the
youth handed him a note promising death unless a satis-
factory answer were at once made public, for which the
professor would receive a bag of gold. Piety taking a
back pew, he decided there was only one answer. Twitted
for his sudden change of front, the professor excused
himself, saying he was convinced by the point of the argu-
ment on the one hand, and the weight of the evidence in
the other!

The power of the Assassins became a byword from
Cathay to Cairo. In desperation, a Seljuki king set forth
with a large army to exterminate them. He awoke one day
to find a dagger thrust into the earth beside his pillow,
bearing a message that, if he persisted, the dagger would
quiver in his heart. Hastily he retraced his steps.

A century later Marco Polo gave to the world a classic
description of the sect, too good to miss:

"When, therefore, they awoke and found themselves in
a place so charming, they deemed it was Paradise in very
truth. And the ladies and damsels dallied with them to
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